Against the backdrop of a dramatic increase in the number of individuals living longer, particularly older women, it is vital that researchers explore the intersection of spirituality, gender, and aging. In this qualitative study of six women aged 80 and older, I explore, using, multiple, in-depth interviews, the experiences of spirituality over the life course. A hermeneutic phenomenological analysis of the interviews was performed and provided insights into the nature of their "lived experience" allowing for the understanding of the essence of their spirituality. The results are presented as an interpretation of the participants' perceptions of their spirituality and spiritual experiences. For the women in this study, the essence of their spirituality lies in: being profoundly grateful; engaging in complete acceptance; and having a strong sense of assuredness, while stressing the linkages and importance of spirituality. Implications for understanding spirituality for older adults are considered.
INTRODUCTION
Evidence indicates that for many aging individuals spiritual capacity gradually increases, especially with regards to self-acceptance and perceptions of one's over the lifecourse. In turn, this will help us better understand the implications of everyday life-meaning for older adults.
The intersection of spirituality, religion, and aging received an upturn of interest in the 1990s, and continues in the early 21st century (Zinnbauer & Pargament, 2005) . In particular, an interest in health emerged during this time, indicating a concentration on the functional aspects of spirituality and religion pertaining to aging. Understanding the relationship between "spirituality" and "religion," including the extent to which they can be disentangled, has been a central part of this spiritual turn in gerontology. The continuing interest in this debate is evidenced by the diversity of definitions and conceptualizations of "spirituality" and "religion" (Atchley, 2009; Johnson, 2009; McFadden, 2005; Zinnbauer & Pargament, 2005; Wink, 2003) . For example, Wink (2003) examines "religious dwellers" and "spiritual seekers" over the lifecourse, arguing that spirituality and religion have enough intersecting qualities that they do not need to be split as constructs. This argument suggests that older adults can and do distinguish a difference is salient within scholarly debates, but to the extent these differences are relevant for the every day practice of spirituality is questionable. Zinnbauer and Pargament (2005) define spirituality as the search for the sacredthat which is special, set apart from the ordinary, and deserving of veneration. Religion refers to the search for significance in ways related to the sacred. The process of the search, or seeking, is important for their conceptualization of both spirituality and religion. Despite these conceptual debates and differences, most scholars agree that spirituality and religion are related constructs.
As larger numbers of older adults continue to age, it becomes increasingly important to understand how older adults are responding to late life challenges and opportunities, such as the death of a spouse, the loss of physical functioning, changes in role status with retirement, or the cultivation of new relationships in late life. Focusing on older adults' spiritual experiences is part of this larger understanding. As McFadden (2005) points out, "for many, but certainly not all older people, faith communities, spiritual and religious experiences and beliefs concerning the sacred will contribute to life quality and meaning" (p. 172). Spirituality provides a framework that guides individuals through painful and joyful events, often facilitating positive discoveries amidst negative experiences (Ardelt, Ai, & Eichenberger, 2008) . Consequently, spirituality is a powerful resource in late life providing many older adults with the ability to adapt to changing individual needs.
Spirituality and Gender in Late Life
A review of the literature indicates there is a male-dominated perspective evidenced in the world's major religious traditions, particularly in the Western world (Learn, 1996; Manning, 2010; Ray & McFadden, 2001 ). Bynum (1986) argues that areas such as spirituality and religion cannot be investigated without considering gender. Ray and McFadden (2001) consider gender in the discussion of spiritual development, asserting that women are much more collective in their spirituality then men, using web and quilt metaphors for how women relate to themselves and others spiritually. Ray and McFadden (2001) point out that "much feminist research and theorizing suggests that individuation models do not adequately describe women's experience" as it relates to spirituality and spiritual development (p. 202). For example, Learn (1996) likens women's spirituality in later life to a quilt, suggesting with this metaphor that women stitch together with others various sections and panels and materials using a technique characterized by process to create spiritual identity in later life. Despite these claims, research exists investigating the spiritual lives of older women. For example, Vahia et al. (2011) found that spirituality was a key factor for women in promoting resilience to stress over the life course. Foley (2000) using the Spiritual Well-Being Index found that spirituality was of considerable importance to the women in her study and that high levels of spirituality was a predictor of higher levels of self-rated health and subjective well-being. Harvey (2006) found that for African-American women in later life, spirituality was a key component in the management of chronic illness. These researchers, along with others, claim that more investigation is needed concerning the spiritual lives of older women.
The findings presented here illuminate the experiences and voices of women in later life. As the findings make clear, spirituality and religion are more than constructs for these women. Spirituality is a way of being in the world that affords these women connection and meaning. Paying careful attention to our definitions as researchers is important, but more important is providing an understanding of a phenomenon and the meaning it may have for people, meaning as it is told by the individuals living that experience. For the purpose of this research, I explore the spiritual dimensions of my participants; that is, I seek to discover how they experience their spirituality, including their spiritual self. In this research, I use Atchley's (2009) definition of spirituality as a "realm of human experience encapsulating an intense awareness of the present; transcendence of the personal self; and/or a feeling of connection with all of life, the Universe or a Supreme Being" (p. 2). This conceptualization of spirituality encompasses religion. As the women in this study are interviewed, their own conceptualizations of spirituality emerged as they described for me how they experience and live their spirituality.
METHODS

Design and Sample
This phenomenological inquiry, using models presented by Van Manen (1990) and Moustakas (1994) , utilizes a person-centered approach in the gathering and collecting of data. Moustakas, influenced heavily by the scholarship of Van Manen's approach to phenomenology, adheres to a procedural analysis of a phenomenon. Hermeneutic phenomenology is the specific type of phenomenology used in this study. In hermeneutic phenomenology, a particular phenomenon that is meaningfully experienced by an individual or group of individuals is investigated, in this case spirituality. This approach considers how the phenomenon is experienced and what it means to the person within a specific context (Moustakas, 1994; Van Manen, 1990) . A key component to hermeneutic phenomenology is not only describing the phenomenon under investigation, but also interpreting the meaningful experiences of those being studied.
I interviewed six women on five separate occasions throughout this study to understand how they conceptualized and described their spirituality. Multiple interviewing is ideal in phenomenological research as it allows for an in-depth exploration into the phenomenon under investigation (Moustakas, 1994) . Interviews lasted from 45 minutes to 3 hours. Sampling for this research aligns with the basic tenets and assumptions of hermeneutic phenomenology as well as the assumptions of narrative inquiry. Participants were not randomly selected or predetermined during the initial planning stages of the project. Women were selected to participate in this study based on their firsthand experience with the phenomenon of interest-spirituality in advanced age. This study used a purposeful sampling approach, common in qualitative design (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Lincoln & Guba, 1985) . I relied on a non-probability, purposeful sample of older women for this research. More specifically, a snowball sampling technique was used to capture the richness and detail (both commonalities and disparities) regarding how the women in this study experience spirituality.
Women were sought based on a variety of settings and living arrangements. The women resided in the midwestern region of the United States and were mostly community dwelling (none were institutionalized, one lived in assisted living facilities in an independent apartment, and the remaining five lived in their own homes). The women ranged in age from 82 to 94. Four participants were white and two were African American. All were widowed, and all but one woman had children. Education attainment ranged from a high school degree to a graduate degree. All of the participants lived lives of socio-economic comfort. Five of the six women identified as Christian, and one identified as a Unitarian Universalist; five of the women were still active in their respective faith communities. Initially, I intended to interview nonagenarians and sampled accordingly. I attended a photography exhibit of nonagenarians on display at a local art gallery, which prompted me to contact the artist and request that she connect me with the women from her photography project. The artist agreed and provided me with names and mailing addresses of 15 women over the age of 90. I sent a letter explaining my study to these women, and two responded by telephone to express their interest in being interviewed for this project. I scheduled interviews with these two women and began data collection. The remaining four participants came via snow-ball sampling. I contacted each participant by telephone, introduced myself, and explained the nature and intent of my study. As a brief introduction, each woman was informed that the interviews would focus on three topics of discussion:
1. their spiritual lives and experiences; 2. how they experience their spirituality in later life; and 3. what is meaningful and valuable about their spirituality.
In addition, each woman agreed to be interviewed up to five additional times. Individual, in-depth interviews were used to gather data to explore each woman's experience of spirituality. The interviews took place in the homes of the women and concentrated on core, or essential, spiritual experiences, beliefs, and practices throughout the lifecourse and the impact of those experiences on their lives. Initial interviews lasted from 1 to 2 hours. A semi-structured interview guide was used to ask each woman to talk about major spiritual moments over the lifecourse, spiritual experiences, spiritual influences, and current spiritual beliefs and practices. Each interview was audiotaped and transcribed verbatim. The interview opened with, "I'm interested in finding out about your core spiritual experiences (beliefs and practices) and how you have come to hold them. Start wherever you would like." These interviews reflect a degree of interpretation in the moment, by the researcher and the women, regarding spirituality as a phenomenon.
Data Analysis
As the in-depth interviews were being conducted to gather the lived experience of spirituality for the women in my study, I was able to engage in phenomenological reflection, or engaging in dialogue with each woman about her transcript, particularly in the follow-up interviews that occurred with each participant (Van Manen, 1990 ). Subsequently, because data collection and analysis occur simultaneously and are ongoing, I was able to adjust my phenomenological investigation according to data emerging from the investigation. This process afforded me the opportunity to adjust my interview guides and manage the process of idea generation.
Central to a hermeneutic phenomenological investigation is the technique of phenomenological reduction, or the process of reflecting and writing in a manner that facilitates the researcher's understanding of the essential structures of a specific phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994; Van Manen, 1990) . This process of reduction in a phenomenological investigation involves identifying a phenomenon that ignites motivation on behalf of the researcher, suspending pre-existing assumptions and biases, then discarding pre-existing scientific knowledge about the phenomenon under investigation, and lastly being able to see beyond the descriptions of the lived experience to interpret the larger essence or universal aspects of the experience (Van Manen, 1990) . The process of reduction or arriving at the essence of an experience involves reflection and writing. The methods used, encouraged by the work of Van Manen, of phenomenological reflection and writing as they are used for the purposes of data analysis are discussed below.
According to Van Manen (1990) , the process of arriving at an understanding of the lived experience is to conduct a thematic analysis and to determine incidents of that experience and essential themes; these two steps are part of the phenomenological reflection process. After the data had been transcribed and checked for accuracy, I read and reread each transcript from each phase of the study. This process is known as a naïve reading of the text, or the reading of the whole text to become familiar with the text and to allow initial thoughts and perceptions to emerge (Moustakas, 1994) . This immersion within the data with reading and rereading assisted me in creating initial interpretations, which were also entered into field notes for analysis. This continued before and after each interview. This process indicated a cyclical interpretation of the meaning of the experience, which is consistent with the hermeneutic circle, or the process of understanding a text hermeneutically and for the purposes of interpretation.
Thematic analysis was used to reach the specific aims of my study-in other words, to understand the spiritual experiences of women in late life, and it is based upon the recommendations of Cohen, Kahn, and Steeves (2000) . The text was representative of the experiences of the women in my study. The transcripts were read line-by-line and coded for specific phrases that indicated a salient aspect of the experience. The thematic analysis was based upon the following steps but in a non-linear fashion. Interview sections were grouped based upon key themes regarding the experience of spirituality as they emerged from the data. Then line-by-line coding was done and phrases were labeled with code names. These were small pieces of information that related their perceptions of how spirituality is experienced. Following open coding, like code names from each area of the phenomenon, in this case spirituality, were placed side by side together for further analysis, and then places into categories based on relation. Categories were then placed together for further analysis to discover the complex interrelations of the content drawn out from each element of the paradigm. Exemplars were chosen to represent the themes. Exemplar themes were connected based on emergent themes and experiences the women expressed during interviews. From the processes of reading, analyzing, writing and reflecting, I arrived at the composite structure, or the essence, of the phenomenon under investigation. Moustakas (1994) explains, "each individual textural-structural description is used to develop a composite description of meaning and essence of the experience representing the whole group" (p. 121). This composite structure, or the essence, of the spirituality for the women in this study is presented as findings in the section below.
FINDINGS
The purpose of this phenomenological investigation was to explore and understand the lived experience of spirituality for women in advanced age and to develop a textural (what) and structural (how) account of their experiences as they pertain to spirituality. The research question was: How do women in advanced age experience their spirituality? Three essential themes emerged as a response to this central question. For the women in this study, the essence of their spirituality lies in: being profoundly grateful; engaging in complete acceptance; and having a strong sense of assuredness within a spiritual context. This work presented here offers a unique contribution to the literature. In addition to advancing our understanding of spirituality in the lives of the oldest-old, this research illuminates the intersections of spirituality, gratitude, acceptance, and assuredness. We as researchers recognize the importance of spirituality and religion to people in their later years, but have offered little to understanding the relationships old people have with God (in the broadest sense); however, positive psychology, while in its infancy, is attempting to make inroads regarding the nature and outcomes of this complex relationship (Krause, 2006) . Research suggests that for individuals who believe in a God that is a source of control, a God who listens and knows, and a God who makes things ultimately good, are likely to parallel these beliefs in their relationships with others (Pollner, 1989) . This assertion proves relevant for the women in this study and is directly tied to their expressions of gratitude, acceptance, and assuredness. Future work remains needed to examine the connections between gratitude, acceptance, and assuredness, and spirituality.
Spirituality as a Realm of Lived Experience
After 12 months of data collection and analysis of 30 interviews, three essential and distinctive themes emerged and were subsequently selected from the data to illustrate the essential aspects of how spirituality is experienced for the women in this study: being profoundly grateful; engaging in complete acceptance; and having a strong sense of assuredness (see Table 1 ). These domains represent how spirituality was experienced for the women, meaning all participants expressed the qualities listed below; however the depth of experience varies according to each woman. Although these essential components or themes of this experience can be differentiated, they cannot be completely separated from one another. These themes and their delineative sub-themes are interwoven and closely knit together to create the composite structure, or essence, or the invariant structure of how spirituality is experienced for the women in this study (Moustakas, 1994; Van Manen, 1990 ). In addition, spirituality and religion for these women are interchangeable terms used to describe major life events and parts of their personhood that are important to them. In other words, spirituality and religion are indistinguishable and conflated constructs. This is reflected throughout the findings.
Being Profoundly Grateful
The women in this study reported feeling a deep connection with the Transcendent or God. This relationship was of paramount importance to them and resulted in their abundance of gratitude. The participants express considerable gratitude, a thankful acknowledgment between a giver and a receiver. For most of the women this expression of gratitude is grounded in their gratitude for God, but also the women in this study are grateful for most everything-the good and the bad they have witnessed in their lives, their family and friends, and their longevity and survival. This profound sense of gratitude is expressed in the following excerpts:
Thank you, Lord, for another day; yes I'm thanking you for another day. My days are numbered with all the ailments I have going on in my life and every day I wake up and that's another day. That's what happens with me on a day-to-day basis-I am thankful and I let Him know.
Another participant, Gloria, is grateful for her family and friends. She recognizes her spirituality in this gratitude. She explains:
It was my birthday last Saturday and we had a family get-together with my daughter's family. All I could was just sit there and watch and enjoy and SPIRITUALITY AS A LIVED EXPERIENCE / 103 Rose is grateful for her father and the teachings he instilled in her as a young child. She credits those experiences as helping her be the woman she is now and appreciates her father's dedication and determination for making her attend church as a small child. In addition, she is thankful to be here another day:
I am very grateful for my father because he did treat us right; made us mind. He also made us go to church. I've had to rely on those beliefs a lot throughout years. I'm still relying on them today. I feel grateful for everything that happened back then and now. I am happy to be here today and I feel pretty blessed.
Taken further, these women are all extremely grateful for who and what they are, and for all that life has shown them. Some of the participants are grateful for God, while others are simply grateful for life. This expression of gratitude is essential to the experience of spirituality for the women in this study.
Engaging in Complete Acceptance
Closely linked to the ideas of a connection with the Transcendent and being grateful, the women describe how they practice acceptance-acceptance of life's complexity and mystery, as well as acceptance of themselves and others. In later life, the women embrace circumstances that are uncomfortable and unpleasant. They practice acceptance by resisting the need to change what they are unable to control. Cora discusses how she could have been more accepting earlier in life, reflecting on how personal tensions bothered her earlier in the lifecourse. While discussing past frustrations with her mother, she is reflexive about being accepting. Cora wishes she could have been more accepting earlier in life:
My relationship with my mother was always a little strained. As I got older I appreciated her raising us as a single mother, but when she came to live with us in old age I had a really hard time. She argued a great deal with my husband at the time. I allowed myself to be pulled into the mess instead of standing my ground. I think now I would be able to accept the situation, yes, be more accepting and tolerant. In my 90s I don't sweat the small stuff. I don't have time.
Acceptance is an important part of the lived experience of spirituality for the women in this study. They are accepting of life circumstances, as well as who they are as women in old age. They are able to recognize the difference between regret and reflection and articulate that now; in this phase of their life, they are able to practice radical acceptance. For example, Betty explains:
The older I got and the more I traveled and was exposed to the world and its many different religions, the more open and accepting I became to the way people are in the world and the way they believe. It's all about love and acceptance in the end.
Additionally, Gloria describes how she is more tolerant and open in later life, linking this acceptance to her spirituality:
At my age now I am much more tolerant and interested in the lives of others. You know, who I am here now. I thoroughly enjoy the wildlife outside this window. I never before paid any attention to ducks or the squirrels or anything. And I thoroughly enjoy it. And the bird-I never was that inquisitive. I'm really enjoying in nature. Now, what do you call that? It is a kind of spirituality, really. I'm learning all the time.
Additionally, the women discuss their aging, finitude, and ultimately mortality with calm and peace; there is an absence of death anxiety for the participants. These women do not necessarily welcome death, but are accepting of their mortality and finitude with clarity, realizing in their last chapter of life that their days are numbered and their physical existence is limited. These women transcend that anxiousness of everyday in a peaceful and contented manner. They have arrived at a place of complete acceptance. To what extent we can contribute this to age is questionable, but during interviews the women expressed contentment with life that is grounded not only in their spirituality, but also with the experiences of spirituality over time. In addition to engaging in complete acceptance, the women in this study accept with contentment their finitude and mortality. They actively contemplate their mortality and in doing so have come to the conclusion that they are not afraid to die. An essential component of this acceptance is a lack of death anxiety; for some of these women death is welcomed. Betty contemplates her death and concludes that she is ready when the time comes:
I'm much older than my dad when he died. Honestly, I would like to have my life end. . . . Daniel Schorr died last week peacefully at his home. And I thought what a beautiful thing to say for somebody and I was praying that could be my case. One of things that has concerned me a little is that I have an aneurism on my aorta and it's growing . . . it could of course require surgery anytime, but what I do not want to happen is to be rushed to a hospital for emergency surgery. If it happens, I hope it goes ahead and kills me. I don't have a choice. So I have to take what comes. I trust in the process.
Having a Strong Sense of Assuredness
The women possess considerable strength and credit this to their belief in and relationship with God. As data collection continued and I began doing repeated interviews with participants, spending time with them and building relationships, I realized that all of the women in this study elucidated strength, particularly inner strength. Nygren, Norberg, and Lundman (2007) define inner strength as having the capacity to practice self-control and self-determination, while experiencing a sense of mastery, positive self-concept, and psychological wellbeing. This definition adequately describes my participants. The women exhibited inner strength in their self-determination and well-being; these attributes are essential to their spirituality. These findings support evidence of various qualitative studies conducted on women (Dingly, Roux, & Bush, 2000; Kotarba, Haile, Landrum, & Trimble, 2003) . Specifically, the women demonstrated the inner strength over the life course and describe how their spirituality served as a promoter of their inner strength, helping them deal with challenges. Additionally, they described how they maintained their subjective well-being. The themes are explored below. Inner strength as a theme is captured in the experiences of Minnie as she talks about the origins and sources of her strength:
I get my strength from the Lord . . . my belief and faith. Sometimes there is someone who thinks that if I say, "I've got the Lord," and they don't believe me. They think you're there by yourself, and I can do all things. But, yeah, I can do all things through Him and that strengthens me. There's got to be that backbone. I don't think you can do anything by yourself. For me, God is always with me.
One woman, Emma, comes to understand her strength during the course of our interview. At first, when asked, "describe for me where your strength comes from," she instantly tells me she doesn't think of herself as a strong person:
I don't know that I am strong. Sometimes I am physically weak and can't make it out of bed. That's not strong, but then again I've watched loved ones die and nursed them in their sickness. That takes strength.
Yet, as she continues to talk, she concludes that she does indeed have strength and credits that strength to her ability to connect with her community, her church community, and her spirituality through ritual. She explains:
I guess my strength comes from my serenity. I'm on my knees every Sunday morning. I feel a sense of serenity when I am there. The reminder that there is something greater than myself, something that I can be a part of that's greater and better than myself. This gives me strength.
The women rely on their spirituality as essential to their inner strength and are openly and insightfully aware of this. As spiritual women, they have immense inner strength and a strong spiritual center, and they are more accepting as they age and develop spiritually. Spirituality is important to the women in this study. Their conceptualization of spirituality emerged from their interviews and is interwoven throughout their narratives about life, indicating that spirituality maintains a considerable degree of saliency for these women over the lifecourse. Previous research and the research presented here indicate that spirituality remains important in old age and continues to develop over the life course. These findings show that spirituality is important to the women studied here. Spirituality is embedded in their everyday lives, provides them with strength, once was and remains an important part of their personhood, and continues to develop and intensify over the lifecourse.
DISCUSSION
In this study I explored spirituality as a lived experience for women in advanced age. I investigated this phenomenon through a textural (what) and structural (how) analysis of their narratives, which allowed me to arrive at a composite structure of their lived experience of spirituality, or what I interpret as the essence. This hermeneutic phenomenological analysis allowed me to arrive at an understanding of what is most essential about the spirituality for women in this study. During multiple interviews the women articulated a deep connection with the Transcendent or God. For the majority of occurrences that connection was expressed in relation to God. Their narratives reveal that for four of the six women, a relationship with God is paramount in their lives. For the other two, God did maintain a significant presence and served as an important aspect in how they understood their world. For everyone, the relationship with God provided them with strength, particularly in late life. In many ways this connection and relationship with God demonstrated by these women is supported by existing research (Krause, 2006; MacKinlay, 2006; Ramsey & Blieszner, 1999) . For example, James (1902) suggested the importance of divine connection and relationship with God as the crux of religious life. Philosophers and theologians have been considering this connection considerably longer, but what these findings suggest is that this relationship is complex and may provide significant outcomes for dealing with the challenges associated with later life (Krause, 2006; Schieman, Bierman, & Ellison, 2010) .
Gerontology, although recognizing the importance of spirituality and religion to people in their later years, has offered little to understanding the relationships old people have with God (in the broadest sense); however, positive psychology, while in its infancy, is attempting to make inroads regarding the nature and outcomes of this complex relationship (Krause, 2006) . Research suggests that for individuals who believe in a God that is a source of control, a God who listens and knows, and a God who makes things ultimately good, are likely to parallel these beliefs in their relationships with others (Pollner, 1989) . Research also suggests that for believers God represents a secure base, an ultimate friend, and a source of support, especially for older adults (Cicirelli, 2004; Kirkpatrick, 2005) . Schieman et al. (2010) suggest this relationship with God or the Transcendent is likely to be more important than bonds with people for older adults. This assertion proves relevant for some of the women in this study; for others their relationship with God is of equal importance. God is a source of strength for the women. In addition to a connection with God, the women expressed a deep connection with the Transcendent in general, meaning a sense of something greater than themselves. These connections to the Transcendent intensify over the lifecourse and have positive effects for the women. These connections and the implications they have for other older adults are in need of further exploration.
Another essential component of spirituality is the profound gratitude the women both possess and express. Simply put: these women are grateful for everything-the good and joyous, the tragic and disheartening. This gratitude is expressed for God, people, and life. Similar to connections and relationships with God or the Transcendent, there is scant research exploring the role gratitude plays in the lives of older adults (Sandage, Hill, & Vaubel, 2011) . Gratitude is commonly defined as a tendency to recognize and respond to the benevolence of others, and researchers suggest it can facilitate generativity and is also positively correlated with measures of mental health (McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002) . Taken further, even less research exists on how having gratitude for God impacts individuals, particularly in later life (Sandage et al., 2011) . Findings here suggest that the profound gratitude for their experiences with God and others is a variable in their ultimate sense of peace and happiness and is strongly connected with their spirituality.
Findings presented here suggest that acceptance is essential to the lived experience of spirituality for women in this study. Throughout multiple interviews, the participants explained how in old age they are more apt at engaging in complete acceptance, not only of themselves, but also of others and the realities (sometimes harsh) that have accompanied them on their life journeys. I was, and continue to be, most struck by their acceptance of their mortality and finitude. The women exhibit no death anxiety, meaning they are not afraid to die. For some of the women death is welcomed; others are content being grateful for each continued day of life, but remain fearless as they think about their demise. Acceptance is scantly researched within gerontology; what is available is linked tautologically with coping or is discussed in relation to physical signs of aging, appearance, and stereotypes.
Research suggests that spirituality is linked to the acceptance of self as aging and that belief frameworks that celebrate aging are helpful in allowing individuals to embrace themselves as aging (Manning, 2010) . Findings here further contribute to this idea; the women in this study have belief frameworks that allow them to embrace who they are as old women. They look back on their lives and to the future with a sense of gratitude and complete acceptance. Findings also support existing knowledge regarding death anxiety in later life. The more commonly accepted view of death anxiety states that fear of death is a sign of lack of fulfillment or self-realization that leads to regret and despair (e.g., Erikson, 1963; Wong, Reker, & Gesser, 1994; Yalom, 1980) . Findings presented here suggest these women have a sense of fulfillment and self-realization; I attribute this to their spirituality. This claim is supported in existing literature. Wink (2006) found that spirituality and religiousness served as a buffer for fear of death. My participants narratives support compliment these findings.
Lastly, my participants also possess a strong sense of assuredness, meaning that they are comfortably dwelling in a place of confidence regarding their spirituality and who they are as spiritual women. Additionally, these women have extensive inner strength that they openly rely on when asked how they achieved extreme longevity. To suggest that they are merely surviving in late life is problematic; more accurately they are thriving. In terms of thriving, they exhibit a solid sense of inner strength and have a spiritual center that has deepened with age. These findings support and complement the existing knowledge concerning the experiences of the oldest-old. For example, Nygren et al. (2007) found that the very old have an inner strength that feeds from the philosophy that "life goes on." This theme suggests that their inner strength is the reason for openness and acceptance in late life. Additionally, Stanford (2006) found that her female participants were resilient in late life and discovered that most of the thriving women had overcome major life challenges such as the untimely deaths of significant relatives, serious health challenges, and destructive marriages. My participants have paralleling occurrences, and their narratives suggest that their spirituality is a source of strength relied upon throughout these experiences.
This analysis examined narratives about how these women experienced their spirituality now and over the course of their lives. In addition, I investigated how these experiences of spirituality created opportunities for connection, served as sources of strength, and provided pathways for thriving in advanced old ageall of which were most salient for the participants. Essentially, I treated their spiritual experiences as an avenue for arriving at an understanding of how these women experienced spiritual development over the life course, and how their spiritual identity yields an assuredness and an integral part of their resilience. The experiences of these women add to our understanding and knowledge concerning the spiritual lives of people as they age and in late life. While some of my findings support existing research on spirituality and aging, they also offer a needed depth of understanding into the individual lived experiences of spirituality, particularly for women in the oldest-oldest segment of the population. My findings are consistent with various past research concerning spirituality and aging, but in addition suggest that a phenomenological approach or other qualitative methodologies are essential for discovering the intricacy regarding the interconnectedness of spirituality and aging (Blieszner & Ramsey, 2003) .
